Introduction

The Poet’s Life

JEAN-NICOLAS-ARTHUR Rimsaup was born on October 20, 1854, 1n
Charleville, a city in the Ardennes in northern France. His mother,
Vitalie Cuif, came from a family of farmers. His father, Frédéric Rimbaud,
was an infantry captain. Rimbaud’s earliest school years were spent at the
Institution Rossat in Charleville. He began attending the Collége de
Charleville in the spring of 1865, in the classe de 7e. In October of that year,
he entered the classe de Ge. At the end of the year he made his first com-
munion. Young Rimbaud learned with such ease and such rapidity that
he skipped the 5e¢ classe and entered the g classe in October, 1866,

He had begun writing at an early age. At thirteen, in 1868, he wrote a
letter in Latin hexameters to the imperial prince. In 1869, his Latin poem
Fugurtha won a first prize at the Concours Académique. His first known
French poem, Les Etrennes des Orphelins, was composed in the same year.

During 1870, Rimbaud’s poetic genius became fully manifest in the
twenty-two poems he composed. The young teacher Georges Izambard
was Rimbaud’s mentor and friend during his last year at the collége. The
boy’s first attempt to attract literary attention was in May, 1870, when he
sent a series of poems to Théodore de Banville, for publication in Le
Parnasse Contemporain. At gradua[ion, in August, he received many prizes.
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Stuttgart he saw Verlaine for the last time. Further traveling took him to
Switzerland and Italy. By the end of 1875 he was back in Charleville and
engaged in studying languages: Spanish, Italian, modern Greek, Arabic,
and Dutch.

In Holland, in the spring of 1876, Rimbaud enlisted in the Dutch army
and traveled as far as Batavia. He deserted and worked his way back to
Europe, reaching Charleville on foot on the last day of the year. In
Vienna, in the spring of 1877, he was robbed and expelled from Austria.
After traveling through Sweden and Denmark, and making a uscless
attempt to go to Egypt, he again returned to Charleville where he spent
the winter.

In 1878 he worked for a while on the island of Cyprus as a foreman in a
stone quarry. After a period of illness in Charleville, he returned to Cyprus
in 1880 and from there went to Egypt and finally Aden. There he worked
for an export company, dealing principally in coffee. He traveled as buyer
for the company and explored the Somalia and Galla countries. He
reported to the Société de Géographie on these explorations. In 1887 he
sold guns to King Menelik of Choa. Hisexpeditions became more and more
dangerous. Menelik cheated him, and Rimbaud’s financial losses were
heavy. Between 1888 and 1891, Rimbaud worked for a coffee exporter in
Harar. In February, 1891, he suffered from a tumor in his right knee. The
malady spread and caused him to return to Marseilles in May. His leg was
amputated in the Hépital de la Conception in Marseilles. He returned to

Roche to be with his mother and sister, but his condition grew WOrse.
Hoping he would recover in the Mediterranean climate, he returned to
Marseilles where he was again hospitalized and where he died on
November 10, 18g1, at the age of thirty-seven.

History of the Work and its Publication

MOST oF RIMBAUD’S WORK was written between the ages of sixteen and
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and a few copies distributed, he lost all interest and seemed to have
forgotten it.
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4 THE SKETCH OF A LIFE

between 1873 and 1875, during Rimbaud’s travels in Belg

and Germany. This dating was contested by Paterne Berrich
published in 1912 (

ium, England,
on in an edition
with a preface by Claudel) and by the important
Pléiade edition, of 1946, prepared by Rolland de Renéville and Jules
Mougquet. Since that time, the investigations conducted by Bouillane de
Lacoste give credence to the original dating suggested by Verlaine, but
there is no absolute proof for Placing Les llluminations before or after Une
Saison en enfer.

The first edition of the

poems came out in 1891 (the year of Rimbaud’s
death), edited by
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6 THE DEATH OF CHILDHOOD

revolt. Man’s mind is no longer focused on pronouncing the truth or the
falseness of a given fact or a given idea. Rather, it is bent on following the
direction of an idea. It easily moves back to the origin of an idea, to
memories attached to an idea, to very ancient stages and to very recent
ones in the history of an idea.

Rimbaud’s book seems to us today a dramatic return to consciousness.
There was nothing unusual about his life, save that the major events,
transpiring while he was a practicing poet, were swift: the interruption of
formal study, hatred for his provincial life, his friendship with Verlaine,
the discovery that very few people in Paris were interested in him or in his
talent, the break with Verlaine, the writing of Une Saison en enfer and, soon
after that, the irrevocable giving up of literature. Revolt, in some form or
other, is everywhere manifest in these five years of Rimbaud’s life, and yet
nothing completely or satisfactorily explains his revolt.

In an almest histrionic way Rimbaud stifled in himself hope, poetry,
ambition, love, There was no chance for any gradual development be-
tween the joys of childhood (he speaks of so often) and his existence as a
man. This existence, because of its closeness to childhood, was judged
immediately as false. All trace of illusions disappeared abruptly. In his
own words, childhood is defined by Rimbaud as certainty, as a treasure, as
something pure and exempt from doubt and falsehood. He recognizes the
noblest efforts of man, and names them: love, ambition, poetry, science,
religion—but he designates them as vain, as masks concealing a void.

. With such a sentence as: la vraie vie est absente, we can feel that Rimbaud’s
illusions have been destroyed. This is the profound meaning of his most
perfect poem, Mémoire. It is a piece composed of material realities,
pr.esented in an Eden-like innocence, which the poet has renounced.
Rimbaud believed that his happiness as a child must have existed in some
;’:;1:;(;5;;::&;1;:] was forced, but briefly, to recreate in his art that age ?f

¥ centaurs, fairies, fauns, and angels. Rimbaud’s work is
a clcavagc between himself and a certain past that he faintly evokes.
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